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This special issue of RACAR provides a snapshot 
of design studies in Canada today, revealing both 
progress and the continuing challenges facing 
design studies as a discipline. As design studio 
programs continue to grow and multiply, the 
slow but upward development of design stud-
ies—encompassing historical and theoretical 
research on design and material culture—elicits 
a moment of reflection. The articles assembled 
here compose an initial, if partial, picture of the 
state of the field, combining historical works on 
important and overlooked figures and works with 
reflections on disciplinary formation, on peda-
gogy, on theory, and on design’s critical function 
and social role, alongside provocations that call 
explicitly for action on curricular development, 
collection and exhibition, and design scholarship. 
The past few years have seen a growing num-
ber of design-related sessions and talks at the 
annual uaac meetings, whether independently 
or under the auspices of the uaac-aﬃliated Can-
adian Design Studies Network. Drawing on this 
development, the guest editors for this issue have 
sought contributions from design scholars and 
researchers for a stocktaking of current issues 
and debates, seeking to initiate a larger conver-
sation on design scholarship in this country. This 
issue bears the results of that call. The diversity of 
approaches points to the breadth of concerns in 
design studies, and to the impossibility of defin-
ing this field in terms of a particular methodol-
ogy or theoretical position ; indeed, the multi- or 
inter- disciplinarity of the field is an explicit theme 
in many of the contributions. As diverse as are the 
texts gathered here, one may identify a number 
of common themes, as well as certain lacunae or 
absences. A characteristic shared by almost all of 
the articles is a recognition of the nascent status 
of the field, frequently accompanied by questions 
concerning its nature and scope, as well as calls 
for an elevated status, new programs, collabora-
tions, and so forth. In essence, these are ques-
tions of disciplinary standing (and of disciplinary 
boundaries) that, as a number of the articles attest, 
have accompanied design disciplines and design 
studies over the past half-century. 
What becomes clear from a number of the arti-
cles here is that there is a need for a specialized 
approach to design history and theory that would 
not merely replicate art historical approaches but 
would be capable of treating the specific issues 
raised by design, from its imbrication in material 
and economic networks to questions of sustaina-
bility and environmental impact, determinations 
of use, the designer-corporation-client matrix, 
and so on. Concerns around disciplinary forma-
tion and disciplinary boundaries in design stud-
ies include not only the longstanding and often 
contentious relationship of design studies to its 
contiguous fields of art/craft history and to design 
practice, however, but also the various sub-fields 
that constitute the object of design studies, from 
graphic design to industrial design, illustration, 
typography, advertising, interior design, fashion 
design, and the better-established field of archi-
tectural studies.
Design studies globally is still in a state of 
infancy, a situation that is particularly stark in  
Canada : despite the astonishing rise in design 
studio programs in recent decades, and despite 
design’s standing in popular consciousness, there 
is only one dedicated program in the country for 
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design studies (at Edmonton’s MacEwan Univer-
sity), and there are no stand-alone design history 
programs at either the undergraduate or gradu-
ate level. Museum collections and archives of 
design-related materials are similarly scarce, or 
entirely absent ; and the scholarly literature on 
Canadian design history in Canada is scant, with 
many sub-fields of design and many key figures 
still lacking even introductory treatment. While 
good historical surveys exist for some genres and 
contexts, these are all of recent vintage and lack 
competition, a single text standing in many cases 
for an entire field.¹ Given this situation, a number 
of the articles in this issue make explicit calls for 
the elevation of design studies programs, of col-
lections and archives, and of scholarly research.
The major figures in the history of Canadian 
design are still little known even among mem-
bers of the educated and interested public ; with 
the exception of a few high-profile architects 
(Arthur Erikson, Douglas Cardinal, the expatriate 
Frank Gehry), key individuals are almost wholly 
unrecognized, even if their works are some-
times familiar. Stuart Ash, Douglas Ball, Marian 
Bantjes, Sigrun Bülow-Hübe, Robin Bush, Oscar 
Cahén, Michel Dallaire, Carl Dair, Allan Flem-
ing, Jacques Guillon, Julien Hébert, Bruce Mau, 
Geoﬀ McFetridge, Karim Rashid, Rex Woods : all 
these and more have almost entirely escaped not 
only public knowledge but scholarly treatment 
or institutional collection in this country, with 
some actually being much better known outside 
of Canada than within it.² All this points to the 
need for further work on the part of scholars and 
institutions. Jaleen Grove’s article “Drawing Out 
Illustration History in Canada” surveys the neg-
lected fate of Canadian illustration history and its 
ideological underpinnings, from the denigration 
of illustration by historians focused on “fine” art 
to disciplinary gatekeeping and to an endemic 
anti-Americanism on the part of Canadian cultur-
al critics prejudiced against those illustrators who 
made their careers in US magazines. Grove also 
launches a well-justified call for the development 
of a permanent home for print collections and 
archives of Canadian illustration, in the absence 
of which future research in this area will be fur-
ther impeded, if not made impossible. 
Both Grove and Sarah McLean Knapp call for 
stronger institutional initiatives in the collecting 
and teaching of design, while many other articles 
in this issue remind us of older (mostly unreal-
ized) calls for professional, educational, and 
institutional development of design and design 
studies in this country. Martin Racine’s article on 
Julien Hébert explores the activist work of this 
celebrated Quebec designer, specifically consid-
ering his two proposals (in 1961 and 1971) for a 
Design Institute in Montreal and for a “Projet de 
réinsertion” that would see design education as a 
tool for the social reintegration of disadvantaged 
members of Quebec society. Margaret Hodges 
shows the complex interplay among designers, 
corporations, cultural institutions, media out-
lets, and the general public in the promotion of 
“Scandinavian” design as a means to shape public 
taste and develop a homegrown Canadian design 
industry in the 1950s and 1960s.
It becomes evident in this collection of articles 
that Canadian designers’ engagement with inter-
national modernism in the decades following 
World War II constitutes an especially fertile site 
of historical inquiry. This reflects a concern with 
origins that owes as much to the nascent status 
of the field as to its interest in issues of disciplin-
ary formation, professional status, and institu-
tional support. Certain key figures and agencies 
play prominent roles here—the seminal National 
Industrial Design Committee (nidc), established 
in 1948 under the direction of the National Gal-
lery’s Donald Buchanan, is mentioned in several 
articles—while other stories, from Cheryl Dipede’s 
narrative of professionalization in Toronto graph-
ic design circles in these same years, to Margaret 
Hodges’s analysis of the work of the Montreal 
designer Sigrun Bülow-Hübe, Martin Racine’s 
discussion of Julien Hébert, and Dustin Valen’s 
look at Hazen Sise’s architectural history course at 
McGill in the 1950s, reveal little-known aspects of 
this rich period. 
As already noted, a concern with pedagogy is 
another shared theme of the articles assembled 
here, from historical accounts of educational 
initiatives to the more frankly activist intentions 
of McLean Knapp, Wayne Williams and Janice 
Rieger, and Laureline Chiapello. McLean Knapp’s 
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“Design Studies in Canada ?” briefly surveys the 
history of design education in this country in rela-
tion to the rise of design studies/design history 
programs in the uk over the past four decades, to 
pointedly make the case for new Canadian pro-
grams in design studies in order to strengthen 
studio education and to retain young scholars. 
Williams and Rieger, for their part, are no less 
polemical, arguing strenuously not only for fram-
ing design studies using a material culture lens 
but also for a renewed conception of the first-year 
design history survey to reflect the multidisciplin-
arity and open-endedness of this field.
In some sense, these calls might be seen to 
echo what Valen sees as Sise’s “operative” mode 
of teaching modern architectural history at 
McGill, which used a historical survey to convince 
students of the rightness of the modern, there-
by “to transform Canadian architecture through 
its future practitioners.” While contemporary 
approaches in the teaching of design history have 
largely abandoned such imperatives in favour 
of more neutral and nuanced models of history, 
Valen, in pointing toward a moment in which 
“historical thought and practice were once inter-
twined,” identifies a desire shared by a number of 
other contributors to this issue. In the context of 
a comparison of theoretical frameworks within 
video game studies with those of design studies 
more broadly, for example, Laureline Chiapello 
takes up Alain Findeli and Rabah Bousbaci’s 2005 
article “L’Éclipse de l’objet dans les théories du 
projet en design.” Following their argument, Chia-
pello asserts the necessity of a symbiotic relation-
ship between design pedagogy and design theory 
through the “fertilization of practice by theory.” 
This approach calls for a recognition that studio 
educators are already (if non-explicitly) deploying 
theoretical models in their teaching, models that 
favour the designed object over design processes 
(or vice versa), or else give the central role to the 
actors of design networks (designer, client, audi-
ence, etc.). While advocating for a rapprochement 
of video game studies and design studies on the 
basis of shared theoretical approaches, Chiapello 
argues for the production of reflective practition-
ers (and theorists) through a more open cross-fer-
tilization of these approaches.³ 
The shift Findeli and Bousbaci identify in design 
studies, away from the formal properties of the 
finished object and toward process and context, is 
also evident in a number of the contributions to 
this issue.  These articles tend to focus on disci-
plinary and institutional concerns as well as on 
situating designed objects in their broader con-
ceptual, ideological, and social frameworks, while 
largely eschewing formal discussion of specific 
objects. In part this is due to design studies’ inten-
tional move away from the formal, biographical, 
and connoisseurial paradigms of art history with 
which it began ; nonetheless, it remains the case 
that design studies today still finds itself caught 
between establishing a historical groundwork via 
close readings of signature objects and the careers 
of significant designers, on the one hand, and a 
process-and-context- oriented multidisciplinar-
ity on the other. One conviction shared by a num-
ber of contributors seems to be the possibility of 
attending to the real materiality of the designed 
object, both as a key element in the “external” 
forces within which it is caught and as the source 
of a necessary criticality vis-à-vis contemporary 
media and consumer culture. 
The first of these two approaches is evidenced 
by Michael Windover’s article, “Designing Pub-
lic Radio in Canada,” which takes up the case of a 
single transmitting station—Watrous, Saskatch-
ewan’s cbk, designed and built at the outset of the 
Second World War. Windover unfolds the story 
of the construction of mid-twentieth-century 
radio publics, which took place not through an 
immaterial and ephemeral network of listeners, 
but through the designed infrastructure of radio, 
from the sitting-room radio cabinet around 
which families gathered, to the purpose-built 
environments of transmitters, station buildings, 
and employee housing. In this view, the self- 
consciously modernist transmitting station drew 
around itself a number of overlapping spatial 
registers, from domestic intimacy to the national 
scope of the broadcasting network. Design here 
is not merely an outcome of other (technologic-
al, economic, social) forces, but is itself an active 
agent in shaping these. 
A similar view appears in Carmela Cucuzzella’s 
article “Is Sustainability Reorienting the Visual 
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Expression of Architecture?” Surveying a number 
of recent Quebec-based competitions in archi-
tecture, landscape, and urban design, Cucuzzella 
considers the emergence of sustainability as a 
criterion for judgment in design competitions 
since the early 2000s and traces its shaping of 
formal and aesthetic responses in design, often 
in counter-intuitive ways. Here, we see how a 
social and cultural imperative not only impacts 
directions in design, but is given shape and pub-
lic visibility through design. While visible strat-
egies marking “sustainable design”—green roofs, 
garden walls, and so on—initially dominated 
responses to this new desideratum in compe-
titions, Cucuzzella shows how an adherence to 
a single technical standard (leed certification) 
marking a design’s sustainability has favoured 
design responses that deploy largely invisible 
modes of environmental design for sustaina-
bility (airflow, placement of fenestration, etc.). 
This article reminds us that design’s imbrication 
in networks of social, economic, and technic-
al forces is not a one-way street, but an endlessly 
recursive loop of mutual negotiation.
For other contributors, “criticality” is of the 
essence in understanding design’s social role and 
in shaping future directions for design studies. 
Against a hidebound set of formal-aesthetic cri-
teria borrowed from an (outmoded) model of art 
history, Williams and Rieger’s “A Design History of 
Design : Complexity, Criticality, and Cultural Com-
petence” argues for a material-culture approach 
to design history and design studies that would 
be “more concerned with the context of produc-
tion, consumption, and mediation than with the 
reproduction of a canon or a narrow set of val-
ues.” This expanded approach, they suggest, gives 
design studies its crucially important function 
within design studio education, that of imbuing 
future designers with a deep sense of criticality 
with respect to design’s complex framework of 
“community, consumption, mediation, and pro-
duction.” 
Brian Donnelly, in his article “The Inversion 
of Originality through Design,” takes a diﬀerent 
approach to the question of criticality, arguing 
that the cultural force of graphic design and its 
critical function for social change have derived 
not from a putative “originality” emphasized in 
art historical approaches to individual works and 
designers, but rather through design’s basis in 
mass reproduction, copying, remixing, and imita-
tion. Like so many other contributors to this issue, 
Donnelly bases design in its social and econom-
ic milieu and suggests that it be understood as a 
social technology, “yield[ing] an art that is most 
powerful without the individual genius, finding 
powerful critique out of existing forms and rela-
tions of communication, through mimesis, com-
mon agreement and public, shared practice.” It is 
by intervening into mass culture as part of mass 
culture, rather than from the putatively exterior 
point of avant-garde practice, that design can exer-
cise its real power, “developing and improving 
everyday objects to meet human necessities at the 
same time as it also defines itself as a distinct vis-
ual culture, yielding unique eﬀects”—making a dif-
ference, within a culture defined by diﬀerence. 
This view seems to be echoed in a statement by 
the design theorist and historian Maurizio Vitta 
quoted by Williams and Rieger : 
If the culture of design is meant to explain the culture of 
the object, it must of necessity share the object’s fate. 
And, as the object in our system is at the same time a 
sign of social identification, a communication instru-
ment, a use image, an oppressive simulacrum, a fetish, 
and a tool, design cannot help but be an instrument 
of social analysis, an area of intervention in everyday 
life, a language, a fashion, a theory of form, a show, a 
fetishism, a merchandise.⁴
This, it seems to us, points to a forward direction 
in design studies, one that is well reflected in the 
wide range of approaches on display here : design 
not merely as an object of social analysis, but as 
an instrument that—in the hands of the theorist 
and historian—can begin to open up the extra-
ordinary culture of objects and images that sur-
rounds us and defines our lives. 
At the same time as it provides a picture of the 
richness already present in contemporary design 
studies in Canada, this issue also points toward 
the work that remains to be done. As we have 
seen, the future of design studies in this country 
depends on an immediate investment in scholar-
ship, both in the development of university pro-
grams in design studies/design history and in the 
strengthening of design studies within existing 
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studio-based design programs, as well as in the 
establishment of much-needed collections and 
archives to preserve and display design history for 
future generations of design researchers. Much 
work also remains to be done to expand the range 
of topics in Canadian design history and to real-
ize its rich potential—firstly, to establish the basic 
framework of our histories of design and lay a 
groundwork for further research, and secondly to 
address the lacunae of that history, moving schol-
arship beyond the modern, and beyond central 
Canada, to a truly national scope. Design history 
in this country must include histories of coloni-
alism, decolonization, and cultural diversity and 
must engage scholars of and from the prairie, 
coastal, and northern regions to write the design 
histories of these regions. Rather than reflect-
ing a static view of the “state of the field,” or pre-
senting a single view of design studies in Canada 
today, this issue will, we hope, serve as an encour-
agement and initial opening onto future work, 
scholarly collaboration, and conversations yet 
to come. ¶
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